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				It was the week after his sixteenth birthday, four days after deer season had opened. Michigan’s Upper Peninsula was blanketed in heavy wet snow. His father was out on patrol and Grady Service was buttoning up for the night when he saw headlights flash across the front of the house and heard a car door open and slam.

				Grady went to the front door and peered out though the curtain.

				There stood Conservation Officer Pease DuPlechet, his father’s closest friend and one of the old man’s regular drinking buds. Like his father, DuPlechet was a World War II veteran. A gunner on a destroyer at Okinawa when kamikazes struck, he had earned the Navy Cross stubbornly manning his gun through the bloody attack. He was a small, pugfaced man with leathery skin and a whitewall haircut.

				Usually Pease just came in but this time he stood there fidgeting.

				When Grady opened the door, DuPlechet flicked away his cigarette and stood rigidly. “Grady, your dad’s dead.”

				The boy showed no emotion. The old man had always taken life head-on. The only son was expected to do no less.

				“No varnish on this, kid. He stopped up to the Two-Woof Camp and had one too many. On the way out he stopped to help some hunters and got hit by a truck. He shouldn’t have been boozing on the job, but that’s done now and it’s never gonna get said again. You’ve got a right to know the truth.”

				“Thanks.” The only word Grady Service could manage.

				DuPlechet handed him his father’s wool overcoat, the amorphous garment COs called a horseblanket. “He’d want you to have this,” his father’s friend declared. “You want me to stay?”

				A gorge rose in the boy’s throat. “I’ll be all right.” He had always been all right and always alone, his father out chasing poachers or drinking with his friends. He watched Pease DuPlechet drive away, closed the door, turned on a light, and looked at the coat, which was stained with blood.

				No tears were shed, no sorrow racked him, and he did not mourn. He behaved the way the son of Gibson Service would be expected to behave.

				Conservation officers and DNR personnel came from all over the state to the funeral in Negaunee, where his father had been born. The cemetery was crowded with dignitaries, uniformed officers, and reporters. Michigan’s governor gave the eulogy.

				Silken words were purred over a cold corpse, the congressman declaring his father “an original and a hero.” The surviving son stood stiffly in the bloodstained green overcoat, not hearing the words and thinking that he was even more alone now than before.
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				It was late in the third period of the annual battle with Michigan Tech, whose ice hockey team soared among the elite of the country every year while Northern Michigan University’s new varsity program struggled to earn respect in the NCAA hockey community. They had played twice in two years and Northern had been twice humiliated, but tonight the teams were playing evenly and scoreless.

				Grady Service had played hockey most of his young life, and now as a senior he was captain of the green-and-gold-clad Wildcats. As a left-winger his job was less scoring goals than punishing the opposition, a job he undertook with passion. His opposing winger was a muscular Canadian from Toronto, a two-year All-American who would no doubt move on to the National Hockey League when he graduated. The winger, Toby Blanck, had size and speed and the disposition of a wolverine guarding a fresh kill. For two periods Service and Blanck had shadowed each other relentlessly, each hammering the other every time the puck was touched. Both of them played with a ferocity that caused others to veer clear of them at every opportunity.

				Service felt his coach tap his shoulder pad to tell him he was up next, then lean down to whisper, “We need a dinger, Grady.”

				The line changed on a whistle for an offside and Service moved into position beside Blanck.

				“Your asshole a little tight?” Blanck hissed as they waited for the linesman to drop the puck.

				Service said nothing. When the puck was dropped he leaned into Blanck and tied up his stick as the puck was flicked backward. He immediately disengaged and cut toward the boards, keeping his head up. Blanck was caught by surprise by the burst of speed and grunted to catch up. Service heard the other player’s skates crunching the ice in pursuit.

				The puck bounded softly off the boards onto Service’s stick. Realizing that Blanck had him lined up, he cupped the puck gently with his blade, dug his skate blade edges into the ice, and let the pursuing winger’s momentum carry him past. With Blanck beyond him, Grady Service cut straight to the slot, looking for his center or the other wing to pass to, but no green socks appeared in his peripheral vision. No choice but to try to split the two defensemen, who were trying to pinch him. He dug hard, pushing the puck ahead of him, his mind racing as knowledge and instinct mixed.

				Blanck would be right behind him in angry pursuit, but Service did not let his presence cut into his concentration. He aimed for a point between the converging defenders then slid the puck outside to the right, rammed his left shoulder against the left shoulder of the nearest defenseman, and bounced past him, gathering the puck back to his stick. Grady found himself one on one against the goalie. He faked to the keeper’s catching glove then cut sharply to his own left, flipping a sharp backhander low over the goalie’s stick.

				He did not see the puck go into the net. He heard the start of a roar from the fans and then felt himself driven hard into the boards behind the net. As he bounced off he felt fists pounding on the side of his head. He dropped his gloves, took a stride to get separation, and saw the wild eyes of Blanck. There was no time to think. He grabbed Blanck’s sweater with both hands, freed his right hand, and began punching wildly.

				The next thing he knew Blanck was on his back unconscious and bleeding as teammates pulled Service away.

				Grady watched from the penalty box as trainers carried Blanck off the ice on a stretcher. He shuddered at the huge stain of blood coagulating on the slushy ice behind the net.

				The locker room was bedlam afterward. His coach gave him the game puck. Northern had won 1–0, its first win over its archrival. It was a meaningless victory. Tech was headed for the playoffs and Northern had long ago slipped out of contention for the postseason.

				After showering and getting dressed, Grady stepped out of the locker room to find a man in a baggy suit and garish flowered tie waiting in the tunnel. The man wore a charcoal-gray fedora with a small red feather in the hatband.

				He looked at Service’s bloodstained green wool coat and said, “You’ll need a new coat when you hit the Bigs. I’m Billy Veach, head scout for the Red Wings. We like your game, Service. Tell the truth, we don’t care much for the college game, but we’ve watched you a long time and we think you can play. We’re going to draft you this summer and you’ll get an invite to camp in the fall. What to you think about that?”

				“I don’t know,” Grady Service said.

				Veach, an NHL all-star in his playing days, looked perplexed. “The hell you say?”

				“How’s Blanck?” Service asked.

				“The sawbones are looking him over, eh? Overrated, that bugger. Good size, but a pretty boy. You put him in his place.”

				“I’m not proud of it,” Service said.

				“Hey, breaks of the game, Service. You give and you take.”

				Service headed for the opposing locker room and Veach followed, slipping a card into the young player’s coat pocket.

				Tech’s coach was John McInnes, a legend in college hockey. As soon as he saw Service, he said, “Toby’s gonna be okay.”

				“I didn’t mean to hurt him.”

				“Hell, we all know that. You just did your job, and he took the first swing. Let’s mark her down to frustration and be done with it.” The famous coach stuck out his hand. “Good luck in the NHL, eh?”

				But Toby Blanck was not okay. His skull was fractured and he was critical for nearly a week before pulling through. A surgeon was flown up from Ann Arbor and operated, declaring afterward that he had put a metal plate in the player’s head and his hockey career was ended. Grady Service watched the developments from a distance and made up his mind that he too was finished with the “game.” He graduated that year, got his degree, volunteered for the Marine Corps, trained at Parris Island and was shipped to Vietnam, where the violence was not in the interests of a mindless game.
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				Department of Natural Resources Director Eeno Tenni stood wringing his hands as the wash of the blue and white state police helicopter swept across the empty parking lot.

				Conservation Officer Grady Service stood behind the director and next to Lorne O’Driscoll, chief of law enforcment, the DNR’s division charged with enforcing the state’s fish and game laws.

				The call to the Higgins Lake meeting had come late the night before, while Service was patrolling north of the village of Ralph, near Flat Rock Creek. It was early October and black bear season was under way; Service had spent a long day checking hunters and their bear dogs. The call for the meeting had come down not through channels but directly from the chief. Despite a poor sense of humor, O’Driscoll was widely respected by the state’s conservation officers. He set high standards for the force and would not allow such standards to be compromised.

				It had been a brief telephone conversation. “The governor wants to see you at the CCC at zero eight hundred.” The CCC was the Civilian Conservation Corps Museum at the north end of Higgins Lake in the north-central part of the state, a five-hour drive from Service’s home halfway between Escanaba and Marquette. “Be in proper uniform,” O’Driscoll warned tersely before hanging up.

				Service didn’t have to ask the subject of the meeting. He had known this was coming. All that had been in doubt was when.

				There was a chill in the early-autumn air as Service and his superiors stood in the parking lot that served as a convenient helipad. In the distance the hardwoods were fading to pastels, while towering white pines maintained their dark green. A sloppy vee of geese passed over the tree line, their sounds drowned out by the approaching helicopter.

				Governor Samuel Adams Bozian hopped out of the state police chopper and strode purposefully toward the men, his wispy silver hair whipped by rotor wash.

				The governor was an undistinguished, rotund man who had been in politics since college. He appeared soft but was well established in his first term as a formidable politician with a firm hold on the state’s reins and a burgeoning national reputation.

				Eeno Tenni rushed forward to greet the governor, but Bozian ignored him and marched directly on to Service and O’Driscoll.

				“Service,” the governor said, fixing his hard blue eyes on the conservation officer. “This meeting is off the record. I’m here as a father, not as governor.”

				“Yessir,” Service said, knowing full well that Bozian was always acting as governor.

				Bozian’s son had been a probationary conservation officer, and in one of his rotating assignments had been sent to Grady Service, whose job it was to train and evaluate him. All probationary officers spent a year in such rotations before being declared qualified to handle the demanding and taxing work of a fully certified CO. Getting to this point was tough for any candidate. Of five thousand candidates, only four or five a year made it all the way through probation to full duty. The governor’s son, Samuel A. Bozian III, was called Trip, looked nothing like his father, and lacked all of his father’s fire.

				In July Service and Trip Bozian had been called to a private campground near Rapid River to handle some rowdies, who turned out to be very drunk members of a Flint motorcycle gang called the Blood Moon Barbarians. As motorcycle gangs went the Barbarians were more unruly than dangerous, and Service had bumped heads with them before. They usually showed up somewhere in his district in July, after the Fourth, which was a good thing because on Independence Day the campgrounds tended to be filled with families.

				The two COs’ arrival had been greeted by a cacophony of drunken catcalls and a long string of profanity.

				Service recognized the group’s leader, a man in his thirties with a stringy blond ponytail and a small gold dog bone in his nose, which gave rise to his nickname, Nosebone.

				The diminutive and muscle-bound leader stepped forward to meet Service, grinning the way he always did.

				“Bone,” Service said.

				“What’s happenin’, officer?” the biker replied.

				“Your crowd’s over the top, eh?”

				The biker grinned. “Just enjoying the beauty of nature.”

				“You’re gonna have to break it up and dump the beer, Bone.” No doubt some of the bikers were on drugs too, but Service was neither stupid nor heroic about such confrontations. Two against many were lousy odds. They’d need more backup to shake them down. Better to calm the scene now and, if circumstances warranted, call in help later to check for illegal substances. Mostly he just wanted to shut them up and be finished with it.

				“Dump the brews? The state gonna pay us back?”

				“It’ll be cheaper to dump the alcohol than call in a lawyer and make bail,” Service said calmly.

				Nosebone had a long rap sheet, but Service could see that this wasn’t one of his dark moods. He’d bitch, dump the alcohol, get his troops in order, and the COs could be on their way.

				“Yah, I guess,” the biker said. “Gettin’ so you can’t have a little howl anymore.”

				“How it is,” Service said, not unsympathetic to the biker’s feelings. “You got a problem with the laws, talk to your state rep. I just enforce the laws they give me.”

				“Yah,” Nosebone said.

				The exact sequence of what had occurred next was stuck in Service’s mind. Trip Bozian sort of swaggered up to half a dozen bikers and ordered them to put down their beer cans. Service noticed too late that the probie’s gun holster had been unsnapped.

				“Fuck off,” one of the bikers growled at Service’s partner. 

				Trip Bozian fumbled for his firearm, and before Service could intervene the weapon was out and the probie’s hand was shaking. The PCO ordered the bikers to move, but the men stubbornly held their ground. When they didn’t respond, he fired one round into the ground across the front of them, kicking up small clods of hard dirt.

				The shot caused a momentary scramble as the bikers retreated, roaring in one voice.

				“Fuck this,” Nosebone said. “Barney Fife can’t shoot at us like that.”

				Service was in a difficult position. Bozian had made a major mistake, drawing his weapon and discharging it, but he couldn’t let the bikers react and he couldn’t reprimand Bozian in front of them or this would split them and give an edge to the rowdies.

				“Dump the suds and call it a night,” Service said with a steely voice to the biker.

				Nosebone studied him momentarily, tipped his can, let the foamy beer run out, and told the others to do the same, which they did, but not without grousing.

				“Time for you to take your herd and clear out,” Service said.

				“We paid ahead,” the leader complained.

				“You shoulda thought about that before you turned loose the menagerie.”

				“The what?”

				“Move out,” Service repeated, and after taking a moment to consider his options Nosebone gave the signal. The bikers went to their hogs, cranked them up, and departed, several of them doing dirt-spewing wheelies and playing cowboy in pathetic displays of opposition.

				When they were gone, Service found Trip Bozian trembling badly. He carefully took the probationary officer’s weapon away from him, pushed in the safety, returned the weapon to the man’s holster, and snapped it shut.

				The governor’s son looked devastated. “I fucked up big time, didn’t I? Oh man,” he said, moaning softly.

				Service didn’t answer right away.

				Rather than let the young officer go home to brood alone, Service took him into Rapid River and bought coffee at an all-night gas station.

				They sat outside on a picnic table and talked.

				“You have to report this,” young Bozian said.

				The question was purely rhetorical. “What happened?”

				“I’m not cut out for this,” Trip Bozian said.

				Before Bozian had arrived for his rotation with Service, he had been briefed: Other officers had noticed that the young man showed a great deal of anxiety in tight situations, and often less-than-adequate judgment. The jury was still out on his ability to do the job. Bozian’s previous failures had been minor, but this error was a strong indicator that the governor’s son was indeed not suited for CO work.

				“I’d rather get bounced than hurt somebody,” Bozian lamented. 

				Service didn’t lecture because there was no need. The probie already understood that he wasn’t suited for the nerve-racking job.

				Still, Service didn’t say anything. He would make his report, but it would be somebody else’s call on young Bozian’s fate. Given that his father was the state’s chief executive, Service had a hunch he might be kept on and shielded.

				It came as a surprise when the governor’s son was dropped quietly from the program, but he knew that eventually the department would have to contend with the governor. He’d guessed that eventually the governor’s wrath would be vented in his direction.

				That moment was now.

				“What the hell happened with my son?” the governor demanded again.

				Service took a deep breath before replying. “He couldn’t cut it, Governor.”

				“You encountered violent elements, and my son met force with force,” the governor declared.

				Service wondered what Trip had told his father. “Sir, we encountered some rowdies, and your son drew and discharged his weapon outside department rules.”

				“You were both being threatened.”

				“No sir. We were in discussion with the subjects and it was under control. Our rules of engagement are clear,” Service said. “There were no weapons in evidence and no overt threat, only a crowd of drunks. Your son overreacted.”

				“That’s your version,” Governor Sam Bozian said.

				The implication was that Service was wrong and expected to recant. “Those are the facts, Governor.”

				“And based on your version, you recommended my son’s termination.”

				Chief O’Driscoll intervened. “Governor, Officer Service simply reported the facts, which he is required to do. The decision to terminate Trip was mine.”

				“The shot did not hurt anyone,” the governor said. “Nobody was injured.”

				“That’s irrelevant,” Chief O’Driscoll said. “Civilians were needlessly endangered. Your son experienced previous problems during his probationary assignments. He lacks the requisite self-control to deal with ambiguous and potentially explosive situations.”

				The governor stared at the chief of the law enforcement division. “My son was railroaded,” the governor said angrily. 

				“If so, sir, your son laid the tracks himself,” O’Driscoll countered.

				Director Tenni sucked in his breath and cringed, expecting one of the governor’s legendary verbal assaults, but Bozian simply stuck out his finger and shook it at Service. “I have a long memory, Officer Service.”

				Service didn’t like the threat but knew enough to keep quiet. His chief had impressed him by stepping in the way he had when clearly the governor wanted his scalp.

				Bozian marched back to the helicopter, which quickly lifted off, its turbines screaming and pelting them with dust.

				“Thanks for the support, Chief,” Service said to O’Driscoll.

				“The next time you are ordered to report in uniform, it will be the proper uniform,” the chief replied icily.

				Service was wearing the same overcoat his father had worn during his career as a CO. Modern uniforms had superceded the old shapeless horseblanket coats years before, but Service clung stubbornly to the old one.

				“Young Bozian was not cut out for police work,” O’Driscoll said. “Lose the coat. That’s an order.”

				Service had no intention of disposing of the old coat. Michigan had been the first state in the union to hire a full-time salaried game warden back in 1887, and in more than a century since then game wardens—now called conservation officers—had fashioned a proud and honorable record. For more than half their history the COs had worn horseblankets, and Service wore his father’s coat to honor those who had gone before him.

				Service watched his superiors get into the chief’s truck and drive away, leaving him alone, which was how COs lived a great deal of their professional lives.

				A museum employee was standing near Service’s truck smoking a cigarette.

				“Was that Clearcut?”

				This was the nickname the pro-business governor had earned among state employees and conservationists.

				“In the flesh.”

				The man chuckled. “He’s sure got plenty. Pretty unusual the governor meeting up here like this. You get a medal or something?”

				“More like a kick in the ass,” Service said.

				“You don’t look none the worse,” said the man.

				Service took out a cigarette and lit up. He was signed out for the rest of the day and he had to pass the Manistee River. He decided this was a good day to fish for chinook salmon, which were beginning to fill the river. In a way he felt sorry for Trip Bozian, but the young man was simply not up to the job and knew it. He would land on his feet. The governor would take care of his son. He’d also take care of Service if the opportunity came, he told himself as he began to map out his plan for the day’s outing. He would fish into darkness, then drive the five hours back to his district, sleep in the truck, and greet tomorrow’s bear hunters bright and early.
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				He drove the tote road with his lights off, as he almost always did when he patrolled, and suddenly the conservation officer saw a glint of light and knew there was a vehicle snugged into the side of the overgrown lane ahead. There was a smidge of moonlight, but not quite enough. The silhouette looked like an older Caddy. Grady Service checked his watch. Ten straight up. McCants would be along any moment and they would be needing privacy to cut from the lane over to the Sand River to get set up for poachers. Kids, he figured. Didn’t they have homework any more? Definitely a Caddy. He slid out of his double-cab and walked stealthily toward the vehicle ahead.

				He was several feet from the Caddy when he heard the springs squeaking. He thought, When a Caddy’s rockin’, don’t come knockin’. Midnight, windows down. He approached from the left rear panel and peered in before clicking on his light.

				The woman had light-colored hair. She was a top-rider, her chin jutted out, head back. Great, he thought.

				He shone his light into the backseat. The woman didn’t flinch, but there was plenty of scrambling beneath her.

				“Whose vehicle?” he asked.

				“Mine,” the woman said, squinting directly into his light.

				“Can I see your operator’s license, registration, and proof of insurance?”

				“We don’t need a license for what we’re doing,” the woman said. She didn’t take her eyes off Service and she didn’t move either. She was a cool customer.

				“I need to see your license,” Service said. “Please.” Conservation officers were expected to be calm in all circumstances and taught to be polite, nonthreatening. But the book didn’t cover walking up on backseat boffers.

				“All right,” the woman said, irritated. She crawled over the back of the front seat and slid behind the steering wheel, making no attempt to cover herself. Service observed a well-defined tan line. Artificial, he decided. Or a flatlander. There hadn’t been much sun so far this summer. Service switched his light to the backseat. The man had a thick neck and covered his face with his hands. Despite the attempt, Service recognized Jerry Allerdyce and felt his skin crawl.

				The woman thrust her license and registration out the driver’s window.

				“Stay here,” Service said.

				“You care if we finish up while you do whatever it is you do?” she asked.

				He didn’t answer and fought a smile as he walked back to the truck. He called the county’s centralized dispatch to check plates and find out if there were any outstanding warrants on the driver. Her record was clean and clear. Her license said her name was Laudonia Capacelli, with an address in Royal Oak, a Detroit suburb.

				Seeing Jerry Allerdyce did not sit well. He had not thought about the Allerdyce family in a long time. Jerry was the eldest son of Limpy Allerdyce, now serving a stretch in Jackson. Jerry was tall with angular features on a triangular face, long hair in a ponytail, and a ratty goatee. It was hard to understand Jerry and the woman in the Caddy, but Grady Service had seen enough life to know that expectations and reality rarely intersected. What attracted a particular woman to a particular man was impossible to generalize. Given Jerry’s reputation with women, however, Service was nearly certain that Cadillac Lady was not unattached.

				Back at the Caddy he handed the woman her documents. She was still in the driver’s seat. “Get dressed and go.”

				“We like it here. No law against it, is there?”

				“Leave it alone,” Jerry said in a pained whine from the backseat.

				“Never mind,” the woman said. “Mood’s sorta shot, I guess.”

				“Find a more private place next time,” Service said.

				“We thought we had,” she said haughtily.

				Service walked back to his truck, got a cigarette, lit up, and stood outside. People, he thought. In this job you just never knew what was next.

				The Caddy made a lugubrious stop-and-go turnaround on the lane and came back toward him. The woman had not bothered to dress. She leaned out her window, smiled, and winked as the automobile slid by.

				Service waved her on. Down the road they could be arrested for exposing themselves, but that would be the county’s problem. He had his own business to attend to. 

				Ten minutes later he heard another vehicle moving up behind him, lights out. McCants.

				As soon as she got out of her truck, she said, “Was that Caddy back here?”

				“Coitus interruptus,” he said, holding out a pack of cigarettes.

				There weren’t many smokers left among other COs. Especially among the young ones, who seemed annoyingly health conscious. CO Candace McCants was an exception. Four years on the job, she was Korean born, five-six, a muscular 160. He liked working with her. She wasn’t afraid of anything and had inordinate common sense, a rare combination.

				“Kids?” she said, lighting her cigarette.

				“Something like that.”

				“You write ’em up?”

				“For what?”

				She laughed. “Getting more than us?”

				“People wanna bonk in the boonies, no problem for me. We’ve got enough to do tonight.”

				“What did the guy look like?”

				He jabbed her shoulder. “Jerry Allerdyce,” he said. “Ready to work?”

				“Jerry? Yuck!” she said. “Lemme grab my gear.”

				

				Service was dozing when McCants touched him to wake him.

				“What?”

				“Doors slamming.”

				Service blinked to clear his eyes and mind and hit the on button. They had a surplus Russian night-vision scope bought from a forestry professor at Northern Michigan who ran a side business selling surplus Russian military equipment, offering it to sportsmen at huge profits but at cost to COs. The equipment was excellent, all digital, and would hook into a VCR. Whatever happened, they could freeze-frame and print excellent black and whites. The state also issued American-made night scopes. Most COs preferred the Russian models.

				Through the lens, the world appeared in shades of green.

				“Who is it?” McCants asked.

				“You don’t wanna know.”

				“Jesus. The Veldcamps?”

				“In the flesh.”

				“I hope not literally. We got them here last year. Same damn spot.”

				“They haven’t done anything yet.”

				“They will,” she said. “Bone stupid. Can you believe they’re back in the same spot?”

				“Maybe they believe lightning won’t strike twice in the same place.”

				“If so, we are definitely going to mess with their minds tonight.”

				The Veldcamps were first cousins, both in their early forties. They lived together in a cabin below Gwinn, the place surrounded by discarded tires and automobile parts. They were both members of some half-baked militia group and longtime poachers. Taking away their hunting and fishing privileges didn’t stop them from doing what they had always done. In some ways Service could sympathize with them, but the law was the law.

				From their blind in the tag alders beside the creek, Service could see the Veldcamps wriggling into their waders, like too small casings for way too much sausage.

				Last year they had arrested the pair for firing shotguns into a school of spawning whitehorse suckers. Now that the suckers were back for their June spawning run, so were the cousins, as predictable as the sun every morning and not as welcome.

				The creek rose from a spring pond about a mile above where they were hidden and flowed down to a culvert under the hard-packed dirt road. Just below the culvert was a wide bend and a hole where suckers tended to stack up. Service had seen as many as a hundred fish at one time here. This was the only such place for a good thirty miles and not ten miles from the Veldcamps’ cabin, a natural gathering place for fish, poachers, and law officers.

				Service watched the two men wade into the stream. Then the splashing and cursing began.

				“What?” McCants asked.

				“I’d say . . . softball bats.”

				“Idiots,” she said disgustedly.

				“Your idiots, this year.”

				“Let’s just shoot ’em.”

				“Out of season.”

				“I meant just in the legs.”

				“Out of season,” he repeated with emphasis, smiling.

				“Ooh-kay,” she said with mock disappointment.

				“Be careful,” he told her. She answered with a soft grunt.

				While she cut over to the road, Service put down the night scope and made his way quietly through the tag alders to streamside.

				The two men Bambied when Candy’s spot lit them up.

				“Who?” one of them said.

				“DNR,” McCants said, moving toward them. “Put the bats on shore.”

				Sonny Veldcamp poked his bat into Win Veldcamp’s chest, knocking him backward into the water. “I told you these fucking bats were too loud!”

				McCants stepped down to the streambank. “Put it down, Sonny.”

				“Oh Christ! It’s that gook bitch again,” Sonny Veldcamp yelled. He immediately took a step toward her, brandishing the bat.

				McCants stood her ground.

				“Drop the bat,” Service said from behind Sonny.

				“Fuckers!” Sonny screeched. He lunged for McCants but as he put a foot up on the bank, she gave him a sharp kick in his support leg and sent him back into the water.

				Service hopped into the water and pushed Win Veldcamp under the surface long enough to make his point. Win came up snorting water from his nostrils.

				Sonny stared into the light. “We own these fish, you fucks. We pay taxes.”

				McCants laughed out loud. “You have to have a job to pay taxes, Sonny.”

				“We’re Americans, rice nigger.”

				Whoops, Service thought.

				McCants stepped toward Sonny, took hold of his shirt, and jerked him forward. He went down like he’d been headshot. She dragged him onto the grass, folded his arms behind him, and cuffed him.

				Service pushed Win forward to join his cousin.

				“You’re not gonna arrest us,” Win said. “We got no fish.”

				“You like hockey, Win?” McCants asked.

				“What of it?”

				“It’s like spearing.”

				“Huh?”

				“Intent alone will draw a penalty.”

				“What spears?”

				“Bone stupid,” McCants said.

				“Shit, man.” This from Sonny.

				“Quiet,” McCants said. “The UN troops in the woods may hear you.”

				Militias believed that the United Nations was conspiring to take over the United States and had troops hidden all around the country.

				“You hear that?” Win asked Sonny.

				“Give ’em Miranda,” Service told his colleague.

				Ordinarily they’d just write a ticket for a court date, but the Veldcamps were multiple offenders and likely to go hermit. They were set up to watch the sucker hole all night so they called the county, who dispatched a deputy to whom they transferred custody of their prisoners. When they got back into their blind, they opened thermoses of coffee.

				“Rice nigger,” McCants said. “That’s a new one.”

				“The cousins have a gift for language,” he said.

				She laughed. “How many hours until we can stop having fun?”

				“Quiet,” he said. “You’ll ruin business.”

				After a while she asked, “How have you done this job for twenty years?”

				Service said, “Just like cons, one minute at a time.” Being obsessive didn’t hurt either, he told himself.

				The remainder of the night was quiet. They returned to their vehicles before sunrise, McCants looking as fresh and alert as if she had just had a full night’s sleep. Youth, Service thought. All these kids joining the department. Young and competent. His youth was long gone and he needed to work harder just to keep up with them. It wasn’t that he loved the job so much as it was all he had. Raised on duty, dipped in it, fire hardened in too many ways. Truth be known: This was all he wanted.

				The night left him tired but not sleepy. He knew how to take care of this. As he drove back to his place, he ticked off his duty list for the next day. He’d sleep this morning. Then head over to the Mosquito. It had been a few days since he had been in the area, and to protect it you couldn’t leave it alone too long. This had been one of his old man’s axioms and now it was his.
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				The Mosquito River passed lethargically under US 2 to merge with Lake Michigan through a channel that bisected a series of low scabs of cobble and indestructible grasses. The river, which was seldom wider than thirty or forty feet and much narrower at the mouth, was stained orange by tannin from the hemlock forest upstream. From the highway bridge it looked like just one more shallow, slow-moving, mosquito-infested trickle, an appearance that belied its reality. The river ran more or less north to south through an area called the Mosquito Wilderness Tract. At the bridge it was a shallow, sluggish stream suitable only for suckers and spring smelt runs, not the sort of place to attract a casual sportsman motoring past at cruising speed. The name on the sign at both ends of the bridge added to the river’s image of inhospitability.

				On several occasions Grady Service had fought Lansing’s tourist-hungry bureaucrats, who wanted to put up signs to mark the Tract as a wilderness area. So far he had succeeded in stopping them, but he had no doubt that the fight would go on. Ironically, the damn state outlawed billboards, then erected its own obtrusive signs all over the landscape. It made no sense, but he had learned over the years that Lansing’s policies seldom made a great deal of sense.

				The Mosquito Wilderness was one of the state’s natural jewels, and it needed to be guarded as such. In his twenty years as a conservation officer Service had done everything in his power to see that the Mosquito was protected. Poachers and bushwhackers were not treated gently, and he pressed every charge he could. He also made sure the word was out: Screw with the Mosquito and you are fucked.

				He had even talked the Mosquito Wilderness Preservation Association into creating a homepage on the Web, where it was prominently noted that the wilderness was a mosquito- and blackfly-infested hellhole as well as the single most heavily patrolled area in the state by COs and other law enforcement officials. He didn’t care if it wasn’t true; it was the most heavily patrolled area he had responsibility for and that’s what counted. In law enforcement perceptions were often more compelling than reality.

				Half a mile north of its outlet the Mosquito turned fast and twisty and was filled with wild brook trout whose beauty often left him speechless. Most of the area had never been logged and was filled with trees that were hundreds of years old, coyotes and bears, deer and moose, bobcats, martens, and mink.

				He supposed if he had loved the women in his life with half the ardor he felt for the wilderness, his life might have been different. But he had never had a great deal of luck with women, and he was certain that this was due to his own deficiencies, not theirs. He had a tendency to get focused on one thing and exclude everything else. Often that one thing was protecting the Tract.

				The failures of his love life aside, he knew with certainty that he loved the Mosquito Wilderness. His father had guarded it before him, and it had fallen to him to steward it for the next generation. Like most of the state’s conservation officers, Grady Service took his responsibilities seriously and passionately. It was not so much about doing a good job as it was about upholding a sacred trust.

				Parking his truck at a trailhead, Service locked up and headed into the bush on foot. There was a general belief among poachers and others in the state that conservation officers seldom ventured far off the roads. It wasn’t true, and Service made sure that he covered the most isolated areas of his beat on foot as often as possible. It was impossible to calculate the PR value in word of mouth of a CO suddenly appearing in an area many miles from the nearest road. Over the years people got to asking how fewer than two hundred officers could be in so many places at one time. He had even had state troopers ask him the question, and he always answered with a provocative laugh.

				Tonight there would be long light, until nearly 10:30 p.m. And tonight, if he was lucky, there would be no fishermen to check. He could take advantage of having the river to himself.

				The last quarter mile to the river was swampy and choked by tag alders and wild vines. Service rarely followed established man-made or animal trails. Experience had taught him that it was better to take compass headings and strike out, making his own way. It was harder going, but it let him move unobserved and appear seemingly out of nowhere.

				Fifty yards from the river he saw fresh bear scat near a fallen white cedar. The previous winter had been particularly harsh and the spring even worse, with a series of ice storms and high winds that knocked down anything with the slightest weakness. Like life, he thought. He was not afraid of bears, but it was early summer and he had no desire to play tag with a fiercely protective sow with cubs. He quietly moved on and steered a more direct route to the river.

				There was nobody in sight when he reached the water, but he sensed someone close by. Tucking his fly-rod case into a hollow snag he had used for years, he worked his way down to a bend in the river with a deep hole on the outer curve, a place he called the Geezer Hole because of the very old and very large brook trout that lived at its head. It was one of the wider places on the river, with a large gravel bar mixed with reddish blue clay in the center and the greenish orange river racing by in long smooth glides on both sides. The purple color of the clay was unusual and had always seemed odd to him, but nature had her own ways and rarely shared her reasons.

				An older man was hunkered on one knee at the far end of the gravel bar. No rod, just a camera around his neck and a strange hammer in a leather belt holster. He was scribbling furiously on a little notebook balanced on his knee.

				“Hi,” Service called out.

				The surprised man looked up and fumbled at putting his notebook away.

				“DNR,” the CO said.

				“I’m not fishing.”

				“I can see that.”

				“I’m just looking around.”

				The man was nervous. “What exactly are you looking for? I know the area pretty well. Might be able to point you.”

				“I don’t think so.”

				“Where are you parked?”

				“On the highway,” the man said.

				On the highway? It was a good ten miles of hard walking away—if you didn’t get lost, which most people did.

				“Are you camping in the Tract?”

				“Haven’t decided,” the man said.

				There was no evidence of a pack or any gear other than the camera and the hammer.

				“You have to stick to designated sites in the Tract.”

				“I know the rules,” the man said irritably.

				“The nearest camping area is three miles south.”

				“Yes, I know.”

				With experience, you developed intuition about people. Something was definitely hinky with this guy.

				“Have you got a compass?” Service asked.

				“Yes, in my pocket.”

				“Best use it. I’d hate to have to mount a search.”

				“Don’t worry,” the man said. “I know what I’m doing.”

				Service wanted to ask more questions, but before he could say anything the man got up, pivoted, and headed downstream, splashing carelessly as he went. So much for fishing the Geezer Hole, Service thought. 

				The man’s brusque manner and unfriendliness had Service’s curiosity at full glow. He decided to follow, but first he waited. Most people believed that a trail couldn’t be followed in moving water, but they were wrong. This bottom had a lot of loose stones and enough clay, sand, and silt to make it fairly routine to follow just about anybody. Worst case, he could leapfrog ahead and watch for debris and clouds of sand tumbling downstream. If the water stayed clear, he would know the man had gotten out or stopped above him. He waited ten minutes and began to follow. This time Service decided to take the most direct line. What was this guy doing?

				It didn’t take long to see that the man had gotten out less than a hundred yards below the Geezer Hole. There were wet spots on the top of a dry log. An experienced man would wait until dark and get out, hoping that the lack of light would cover his sign. And animals didn’t step on logs; only men did. This guy had jumped out fast. Their encounter had spooked the man. If his vehicle was ten miles south on the highway, why was he headed west? Definitely hinky.

				The man’s tracks showed that he was moving fast, using the trail for a while then going off trail, sort of zigzagging. It took an hour to find where the man had parked a vehicle. It was gone, of course, but it had been there. Judging by the width of the wheel base, it was a full-size Bronco, a Blazer, or a Ram, all models no longer in production.

				Now Service was really curious. Cutting north, he jogged quickly back to his truck, drove out, and circled back to the road where the stranger was most likely to have come out. He found tracks that fit the ones he had seen back in the woods; the pattern showed a left turn. Service drove along the road for thirty minutes, but decided to give it up. The man hadn’t done anything wrong. He had just acted strangely. So it went. Submitted to the same test, he would no doubt also fail.

				It was time for home and sleep. Tomorrow he had to be in court on a case from an arrest he had made last September. Time in court was usually a pain in the ass, and this would be no different.

				At the house Cat met him on the porch and hissed ostentatiously. He had found the animal in a bag of eight newborn kittens that somebody had drowned. Why this one survived was beyond him, but it had
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